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HENDRIK CONSCIENCE: * 
A CENTENARY IMPRESSION 
By CRAWFORD ANEIL 
EARLY 
in the 
I3th year 
of the last century, an 
eccentric 
officer 
of the French navy stood on the quays at Antwerp watching 
the retreating sails of the squadron which an English ulti- 
matum had driven from the port. He had lately been in an English 
prison, and broken by the rigours of the Napoleonic wars, had 
determined to leave the service and live in Antwerp. In the docks 
of the city, for whose rehabilitation, then only half-accomplished, 
Napoleon had awarded from the French exchequer a sum of two 
million francs that he might have a strong base for the invasion of Eng- 
land-Antwerp being nearer than any port outside France, he found a 
congenial occupation in dock-salvaging, buying and breaking up 
battered vessels of which the docks were full, and to eke out his 
scanty substance, kept a marine store on the quays, where, amongst 
old books and parchments, he brooded on the shock and stress of 
the wars which had left him maimed like his hulks. A little later 
in the year he married a Flemish girl, who utilised portion of the 
store as a grocery shop, and of their union Henri Conscience was 
first-born. 
Ghent had succumbed to German influences, Brussels wholly 
to French, and though Antwerp had assimilated some Dutch atmos- 
phere and manners she was the most original Flemish city, whose 
early national influence was not lost upon the boy. About the city 
is an air of heavy elegance, the stolid, leisurely charm of a nude from 
the brush of Rubens; the street and square groupings are much in 
the manner of interiors; indeed, it seems as if the city had been raised 
as a monument to the Flemish peasants' instinct for home, bred of 
generations of prosperity in their very manner and art, till they built 
their houses as if they expected to live for ever. How different 
from a more metaphysical race, the Japanese, who make their houses 
*Boarn Dec. 3rd, z812-Died Sept. roth, 1883. 
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of paper, in response to their sense of earth's mutability. In Con- 
science's short stories we find, in a lovely form, this national sense of 
homeliness. 
In the desolate docks which the wars had despoiled of their 
trade, and the narrow, medieval lanes at this time sparsely habited, 
Hendrik's fantastic reveries found ample food; and on wet days he 
found refuge among the waste paper and parchments with which his 
father's dark, dusty garrets were laden. From what dishevelled 
chartularies and yellow parchments did he glean his first lessons in 
Flemish literature and history, ere they were whirled away to paper 
and bandbox maker? What Providence had given him a mother 
who sung the old ballads in the old tongue and told tales of Flemish 
prowess? How could he have been unaware of the story of Paul 
Rubens' strong, ascetic life, whose fruit he might see any day in 
the cathedral, or, looking there at the beautiful wrought-iron canopy 
over a fabled well, have forgotten the humble toil of Quentin 
Matsys? BRut before the moods of the town could harden any fibre 
of his mind, and after his mother's death, his father flung discon- 
tentedly out of Antwerp, built a weird house of spars and poops 
on a small farm in the plains of Venloo, and left his two boys here 
in loneliness for the greater part of the year while he hunted for 
sea-wrack. 
That green immensity of plain upon long plain, with its hard, 
heavy peasantry, vigorous, but broken by the penurious toil of urging 
wheat and flax from the stubborn soil, have been made immortal on 
the canvas of Teniers, Jordaens and Van Steen, and are living in 
the vigorous, nervous verse of Verhaeren. In these huge clearings 
of the earth, where only the fog or the cloudland modifies the 
monotonous green of mile after mile, where, after walking for a 
whole day, the traveller's tired eyes find rest upon a few bulrushes 
growing in a hole no larger than the place where a stake has been 
driven, the heavy, easy-going farmers, though dulled by the lust of 
the Kermesse and slavery to the soil, have kept the faith of their 
tradition. When the French spirit demanded its honorarium, the 
Flemish, without the influence of prophet or teacher, and practically 
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uneducated, flung aside the almost unconquerable grace of its appeal. 
And the children, though early drawn into the vortex of soil-worship, 
leant over their rough bridges and followed the winding course of 
the Scheldt to the great city, or made full-blooded romance in the 
day when they must take a companion to their earth-dreams. 
It was among this people that Hendrik came to live, quite lonely; 
but that loneliness was an unconscious preparation for his life-work: 
the events of his early years were lived in all the inevitability of the 
children of God. On one of his long, lonely rambles, he came 
upon one of those children-laden bridges I have described, and the 
youngsters immediately recognised the boy from the skip-house. To 
relieve the awkwardness of the moment, one of the children lilted 
a ballad, which the lonely lad then told them he knew; and so the 
ice was broken. Here was the gate through which the tradition of 
Flemish nationality, lost to the cities for a generation, entered upon 
its regeneration. For seven years he studied the native tongue, and 
among the folk picked up the manners and customs of his country- 
men, despite the casual friendships and still more casual literature 
which came his way. About that " brave and toilsome" peasantry 
he has written: 
" They stirred up the sterile depths and watered them with their sweat, 
they summoned science and industry to their aid, drained marshes, diverted the 
streamlets that descend from the Highlands towards the Meuse, and put them 
into circulation through innumerable arteries to fatten and enrich the land. 
What a glorious fight it was of man against matter. Our descendants will 
not believe their eyes when they behold a golden sea of corn or a dale of green 
grass where we have seen the sun mirrored in water or on the grass-like sur- 
face of shining flint-sand." 
His first effort in literature was on some spirited ballads, which 
may still be heard from gamin and milk-seller in the streets of 
Antwerp. But these, curious to note, were in French. When he 
was seventeen years, he returned to his native town, where he plied 
the trade of tutor. There, in 1830, he volunteered in the Belgian 
insurgent ranks against the United Netherland States, and for six 
chequered years used all the vigour of his youthful enthusiasm for 
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the rebels' cause. In the first year of his soldiering he made his 
famous resolution : 
"I cannot say why, but I do say I find in the real Flemish 
tongue a fine, romantic, mysterious, profound, energetic--even savage 
spirit. If ever I have the power to write, I shall throw myself head 
over ears into Flemish literature." 
Remember, that resolution was made when he was entering upon 
six years of military life, whose nature would destroy all fineness in 
personality, all spiritual intensity: and was faithfully brought into 
effect. Remember, that it was considered low to speak or write in 
the Flemish tongue; and, although the Dutch on the other side of 
the Scheldt had a rich and honoured literature in language akin to 
Flemish, these had then little but prayer-books and almanacs, because 
of the country's unsettled condition. Remember, that the bastard 
language, Walloon, was a terrible barrier even for one so courageous 
and resolute, and all the time Shoneenism pandered to the French. 
Nevertheless, he had forerunners, whom many, in their eagerness to 
honour him, forget. Willems of Ghent, patriot and poet, a name 
sweet in the nostrils of patriotism, and Abbe David, who, in the 
University of Louvain, established a National Literary Society. 
Amid the trials of soldiering he kept his spirit fine and clean- 
one who could write poetry in the barrack-room must be finely wrought 
of heroic stuff; but he did not advance quickly to army-honours, 
since at the close of six years' service he had reached only the 
unpensionable rank of vergeant-major. So he went back to the 
strange house on the Venloo-moors, and was employed on In't Won- 
derjaer-iz66, his first work in Flemish, till 1837. That vivid series 
of scenes from the great war of independence, in which little Flanders 
helped to crush the dominion of Spain, is less a historical novel than 
a series of episodes of the revolt in which some romantic scenes 
have been intercolated-the story fails to mingle with the history. 
Still, the struggle between religion and patriotism in the character of 
young Lodewyk is deftly handed as if it had been through the writer's 
mind and life, and its charming picture of Father Francis is as simple 
and sweet as any of Hugo's curds. The elder Conscience, bred in 
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the hard aristocracy of Napoleon's commission, was maddened by 
this unfilial act-this patronage of a barbarous and vulgar tongue; 
and, that the prophecy concerning the idealist, " a man's foes shall 
be of his own household," might be fulfilled, he drove his son out 
of doors with a curse. 
Undaunted, the young man came again to Antwerp-his sole 
fortune two francs and a pair of trousers-to battle for his mother's 
and his mother-tongue. -A few people of importance, pleased with 
the frankness of his quixotism, among their number Wappers, the 
court painter, helped him through the hard winter; he was even 
presented to the King, who gave him monetary help to produce his 
second book, of short romances, a form in which he excelled, called 
" Phantasia." But these vaguely-sympathetic people were really in 
the way of the fiery young man, and though they procured him a 
permanent position in the Provincial Archives Office, he was obliged 
to remain up till four-of-the-morning at his real work, a habit which 
greatly injured his health. To him, the patronage of the court was 
one of those bribes with which the powers of darkness suborn the 
children of light, and he resolved to resign his position, unwilling 
to use time or strength in any work which would interfere with the 
working out of his resolves. Nevertheless, while he was at work 
under the government, he produced his most popular book, " De 
Leeuw van Vlaenderen," a thirteenth century romance of the wars 
when the cities of Flanders threw off the yoke of Philip the Fair. 
The profit on his book was just six francs, so he took up that most 
aged of occupations, market-gardening, which he had learnt on the 
Venloo moors to lessen the weight of his solitude. He was called 
from his cabbages and leeks to speak in Flemish at the graveside of 
a patriot-later, it was the King who called. " The government," 
he said, " commissioned Mr. Van Geert's gardener to write a History 
of Belgium in Flemish, and gave me p40 a year to feed me." Later, 
the King employed him to teach the Royal children the Flemish 
tongue. 
The storms of ridicule and adverse criticism and dead calm of 
neglect, which lasted from the publication of In't Wonderjahr--z566, 
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till his acceptance by the King, have been often described. But 
through all he preserved the calm of conviction; and even when 
Wappers, through whose instrumentality he gained the King's favour, 
brought him the news of it, he still kept in the shade, fearing lest 
the soft hand of success should lead him astray. In 1840 came the 
Rubens' festival, and he wrote a memoir of the painter for the 
festival souvenir, of which he was editor; and a year later, at a 
Flemish conference meeting at Glient, he was avowed the father of 
a national language and literary revival. He had battled for twenty 
years as a unit, now he was called out to lead a host. The prejudice 
against the language was waning: since it was fashionable to read 
Conscience stories, it was necessary to know Flemish, and to know 
Flemish was to have one more link with the court. During the battle, 
which, by the way, is not altogether decided yet, we never hear of 
propagandist work, Conscience societies, Flemish leagues, or the like; 
we hear about a man of iron conviction standing stolidly for the 
language-revival, refusing a compromise and dreading an easily 
gained success. Educationalists brought about a revolution under 
his influence: the people of the villages and plains learned to read, 
and through the national language came the true heart-music of 
those who walk a common road and live in a common rhythm--like 
a room of devotees gathered round the music into which a master 
has bitten their heart's hunger and highest life. 
In his train came the poet, Ledeganck Theodoor van Rigs ijk, 
and de Coster to swell the ranks of the nationalists, but Conscience 
kept quiet, directing the siege. In placid, uneventful days spent at 
the unending difficulties of his art wore out the remainder of his life. 
On the morning of August 13, 1883, Frank Joris' statue to the 
novelist was unveiled, and there was festival in the city; a month 
later from all parts of Belgium the people gathered to mourn a 
national hero. With every church-bell tolling and all the town dark 
with mourning weeds and wreaths, he was buried with almost regal 
honours: for his coffin was covered by the pall once used at the 
obsequies of the Archduke Albert and his wife, Isabella of Spain; 
and between lines of soldiers he was brought o the little cemetery 
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of Kiel:ov tsjide the 2ity, whlre rhe rests in peace. To-day. Belgium 
is, on, festijal,for his honour--why? 
If we, excexpt Hysman , whoq, though a Fleming, was born in 
Paris,,Belgium, has given two great writers to the world, Verhaeren 
and Maeterlinck.* Verhaeren,. borq at S- Amand, a village on the 
Scheldt,, near Antwerp, in the midst of the life and atmosphere 
which inspired Conscience, sang its elegy in French; Maeterlinck, 
who might have- couched, the haunting- refrains of his drama in his 
mother-tongue;.preferred the more conventional French. Likewise 
a host- of ypiunger writers: the limpid bird song, of Van Lerberghe, 
Gregoire Le RQy's,illusive memories of a.half-forgotten Paradise, 
thw, modernist so4u-searching and masterly prosody of Fontainas, the 
philQsophi~ca transactions, of Albert Mockel-all reach us through 
French. Some.have doubts of Conscience's achievement because of 
this;, but the truth is, that these writers are cosmopolitan; that, like 
Synge and Yeats, they were early caught in the eddies of the 
symbolistmovement; that they are no more proof of -Conscience's 
failure than Yeasts' and Synge's use of English indicates the failure 
of the Gaelic, movement. Besides, by the very nature of a national 
movement,, itsilitegature is obscure; what does the cultured Belgian 
know 
of, 
Dinnbe,. O'Leary, or ;Hyde ? How could the Gael have 
heard,wpf Hie,, 
Abhb Gezelle, or Gittens, the Flemish Shakespeare ? 
This query is usually coupled with another full of revelation: " What 
is the. use of reviving, Flemish, a mere dialect of Low German?" 
We.halave heard: th4i Jike in Ireland with silence ! 
Their second line, of argument, however, is more deadly. It 
has been established, they object, that the historical romances. fail 
to stand fhe~ fire; f - archaeological research: they have been based 
on, badly-selected., even fallacious, materials. They speak of his 
litegary, manner as-suaveJy sentimental, as without the essential, bare 
p-Aion of life,,as papdering to the crowd's desire fpr soft, iadolent 
vitagity,. 
ITheyi point .to: theadesire, too, apparently shining through 
his, work, (particularly, in Siska de Rosmael) to be a social reformer 
a4; naftipQpal leader, and hold this a vital fault disastrous to the 
artistic spirit. Ahd though we agree that; all these charges may be 
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true, we are bound to recognise the originality and beauty of short, 
genre tales like Blinde Rosa-national idylls, as they have been called, 
and in the short novels like De arme edelmann, a pathetic story of 
an out-at-elbows aristocrat, there is a genuine homeliness, a deft 
handling of the issues, which the more pretentious works often lack. 
And if he was not the father of a great literature, why do his 
countrymen close their shops to go on festival, one might ask. 
He gave them back their language, full of the strong, simple 
life of their youth; on Joris' statue in the Place Conscience their debt 
is avowed : Conscience leerde zijn volk leyen en daarom pritut khii 
hier-" Conscience taught his folk to read. He was a man of action 
bent to the life of the pen; and the great resolve, which built up 
his personality, could not have been without its effect-a great heart 
made mediator in the national regeneration. 
At his graveside were spoken the following words: "To com- 
prehend how much the Flemish nationality is indebted to him one 
must consider what would be the state of the country had he not 
been there to awaken it. Take away Conscience's existence, his work 
and his influence out of this last half century, and ask oneself what 
fifty years more of enervation, death-sleep, ever-deepening degen- 
eracy would have made of our people without a single antidote 
working upon their minds - then one stands astounded at the 
thought !' 
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